Listening Guide 1.1

“Puttin’ on the Ritz” 4 beats per measure
Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description

0:00
Intro
Full band (8 measures)

0:09
Verse
Voice, piano only (16 measures: 8 1 8)

0:26
Chorus 1
Band enters (32 measures: AABA, 4 groups of 8 bars)
1:01
Chorus 2
Dance solo A, dialogue 2nd A, band/dance B, A (32 measures)
1:35
Chorus 3
Vocal; more improvised melody and rhythm (32 measures)
2:10
1/2 Ch. 4–1
Begins at B, piano and dance (8 measures)
2:19
1/2 Ch. 4–2
Vocal (8 measures)
2:28
End
Analysis of “Puttin’ on the Ritz” (American Popular Song, 
LP format, Smithsonian R031 P7 17983, 2/6)

“Puttin’ on the Ritz” was written by Irving Berlin in 1929 and premiered in a film by the same name, but Fred Astaire’s version is the definitive one. The song’s form is a 32 measure AABA song form. The lyric describes the fashionable custom (in the 1920s) of Manhattan whites visiting the black clubs of Harlem.

The most intriguing aspect of the song, however, is the rhythm of the melody. The accentuation given by the word-phrasing and the peak of the climbing melodic phrases constantly disorient the listener from the steady pulse of the meter. With four beats per measure, the beat accents of the melody are 1234&/1234/123&4/1234/1234/1234/1. The pattern works beautifully with the clever rhythm sequences in Berlin’s lyric. This displaced type of rhythm is very similar to an earlier song by George and Ira Gershwin, “Fascinating Rhythm,” written in 1924. It was recorded in London in 1926 by Fred and Adele Astaire (his sister) with George Gershwin at the piano (American Popular Song, 2/1).

Fred Astaire is regarded primarily as a dancer, but most all Tin Pan Alley composers sought to have him premiere their songs. Though he did not have remarkable vocal technique—or perhaps because of that deficit—he rendered the songs simply and gracefully and true to the composer’s intentions. Notice in this performance that he is carefree and swinging with the unusual rhythm, and his own background as an innovative rhythmic dancer only enhances the performance.3
The accompaniment on the record is a jazz band made up of English session musicians. The introduction evokes the style of black Harlem jazz bands in the 1920s. Astaire enters with the verse with piano accompaniment only, cast in a happier sounding major key. The rhythm of the melody at this point is quite straightforward. Its climbing chord progression builds up to the chorus. The chorus is in a minor key, usually reserved for dramatic or sad songs, giving this lively number an urbane, bluesy quality. The band enters and keeps a steady four-beat pulse to anchor the wild rhythmic accents of the chorus melody. For the instrumental break, the band softly accompanies Astaire’s dancing. One might ask, Why have dancing on an audio recording? It is important to understand that audible, rhythmic, specialty dancing from the black tradition, such as tap and buck-and-wing, made significant contributions to jazz rhythm and influenced many jazz drummers such as Warren “Baby” Dodds and “Papa” Jo Jones. Astaire was famous as a pioneer of this type of syncopated dance rhythm, particularly in the white mainstream. His own feet become an important featured percussion instrument in this arrangement. When his vocal reenters to sing the chorus a second time, Astaire sings with a much freer rhythm, similar to the approach of jazz singers like Louis Armstrong. The jagged rhythms heard in the first chorus are therefore not as apparent.

